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Prayer: God of grace, and God of glory, on thy people pour thy power.
Grant us wisdom, grant us courage for the facing of this hour.
 
After the horrendous terrorist attacks this week on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, we face an enormous spiritual crisis in our country. The crisis is also political, economic and social; but it is primarily a spiritual crisis. How does our faith help us to deal with this crisis? What do we do with all this grief? How do we respond personally? How do we respond as a nation? What are we hearing from God about how we should respond?
As I have pondered these questions, the image that keeps coming back to me is that of Jesus as he entered Jerusalem, headed toward his own death. When he drew near to the city, he stopped to weep over Jerusalem, saying, "Would that today you knew the things that make for peace!" (Luke 19:42)
WEEPING
In the face of death and grief and pain of this week, our first task is to weep. We must continue the long process of healing. We are still aching for all our sisters and brothers who died on Tuesday morning. We ache for the loved ones who have been hoping that their family member is not among the nearly 5000 still missing in the rubble. So we weep. We feel enormous sadness, heaviness. We have to let it out. We need to release it. We need to cry together. We need to sigh and groan together. Thank God for all the prayer services that have been offered this past week. We have needed to be together; and when we come together, we find strength and comfort. We know that God weeps with us. God is with us.
Throughout this week I’ve been turning to the Psalms, especially the lament psalms like 13, 22, 77, and 88. These psalms are brutally honest about pain: "How long, O Lord, must we endure this pain? My God, why have you forsaken us. My soul is full of troubles. My companions are in darkness."
This week our instinct has been right – to come together in our churches, synagogues and mosques to weep and to pray. "God, make haste to help us." (Psalm 70:1) When we are surrounded by so much darkness, we need to stand in God’s light. We have seen the dark rising this week. We have felt anger at the perpetrators, but we know that we cannot give into hatred and evil and further violence. We need to stand together in God’s Light. "The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never put it out." (John 1:5)
How do we help our children stay in the Light? I said to my children this week: "We parents want to keep you safe, to protect you from evil. We want you to have your innocence—to play and have fun. But bad things happen in this world, and good people can get hurt." Over the radio this week one psychologist said, " Tell your child, ‘No matter what happens, I will be there for you, and I will love you.’" That’s what God says to all of us. We sing this truth in the hymn "How Firm a Foundation": "When through the deep waters, I call you to go, the rivers of woe shall not thee overflow. For I will be with thee thy troubles to bless and sanctify to thee thy deepest distress." 
In our distress we struggle with difficult questions: Why would God allow this to happen? Why this unleashing of evil? Where was God at 8:45 Tuesday morning when the first plane hit? Where was God when all four attacks happened? Because of God’s painful gift of human freedom, God does not control our every action. God cannot prevent terrible things from happening. On Tuesday, September 11, and all week, God has been weeping in horror with us. God did not cause innocent people to be killed. God was not punishing America or the thousands of people who died. When we feel anger, we may need a target for the anger. In our distress we can make the mistake of blaming those of Middle Eastern descent. Or we may direct that anger to God. I can assure you that God can take our anger. God understands our anger. 
God keeps saying to us, "No matter what happens or what you are feeling, I am with you, and I love you." 
On Tuesday night we met on Tuesday night at First Presbyterian Church for a community-wide interfaith service, attended by Jews, Muslims, Christians and others. One of the speakers, Susan Pate Greenwood of Trinity United Methodist Church, told of talking Tuesday afternoon to a group of small children at an after-school tutoring group. She asked the children, "What feelings have you had after hearing about the bad thing that happened today?" They responded, "I feel sad…afraid…. angry." One little girl, the smallest in the group, had not spoken. So she asked her how she felt about the bad news. She said, "I feel little." (Sometimes a child’s wisdom can describe all of us; we’ve all felt little this week, helpless and weak.) 
Then she asked the child, "And what do you do when you feel little?" She said, "I try to feel big." "And what do you do when you feel big?" She said, "Sometimes I feel mad." "And what do you do when you feel mad?" She said, "I want to hit somebody back." "Is there something else you can do when you’re mad?" She thought a moment and said, "I can sit down and pray." "And what happens when you pray?" She said, "You take what God gives you and you pass it around." 
What does God give us? Comfort, love, compassion, hope. These are the gifts of our faith, and that’s what Paul was saying with the imagery in Ephesians. It’s paradoxical military imagery. In essence he is saying that when you fight for God’s way, you "put on the helmet of salvation, the breastplate of righteousness, the shield of faith, and shoes of peace." (Ephesians 6:13-17) 
WORKING FOR PEACE
We are now weeping our way toward peace. We are weeping as people of the Light. We must remember who we are. We weep as disciples of Jesus, who wept over Jerusalem. "Would that today they knew the things that make for peace."
We are faced now with critical decisions. Will our nation begin bombing Afghanistan or some other Third World country where there are terrorists? Would such action be the will of God? Here we must turn to our faith for guidance. What would Jesus urge us to do now? 
We understand the desire for retaliation. We want to hit back, as the little girl said. But what will be the consequences of retaliation? I watched on Friday night (September 14) as Charlie Rose interviewed dear Gardner Taylor, the distinguished 80-year old minister of the Concord Baptist Church in Brooklyn. Gardner Taylor said, "Given the mood of the country, some form of retaliation is likely. But it won’t work. We must move beyond retaliation to reconciliation." Those are words of wisdom we need to hear now.
Of course, we have the impulse to hit back. But as the child said, we can either 1. Hit back or 2. Turn to pray and wait. The faith community in this country now needs to be urging our President to use restraint. As some of our members said here at our Wednesday night prayer service, "If we start bombing now, innocent people will be killed." Violence begets more violence. We may be angry at the terrorists who killed so many of our citizens, but what will be the consequences of bombing the country where Osama bin Laden or other terrorists may be living?
We keep hearing experts say that dealing with terrorists is not simple. This week I read an arresting sentence: "Every time a military operation claims an innocent son or daughter, another terrorist – or ‘freedom fighter’—is born." The cycle of violence will perpetuate itself. The risk is that America could become another Northern Ireland or another Middle Eastern country where random attacks are common. Retaliation may make us feel good for a time; but in the long run, we may be bringing more violence to our children and grandchildren.
Fighting terrorism is vastly different from fighting Japan in World War II or Vietnam in 1970 or the Gulf War in 1991. Terrorist networks are all over the world. Yes, we need to stop extremists; but we must find other ways than violence to stop violence. Our church’s Peace and Reconciliation Mission Group will be leading our church in responding to this crisis. I hope many of us will come to their meeting this week to help in this process.
This is a time when our faith is put to the test. Where is our ultimate loyalty? Christian faith is not the same as American patriotism. It is deeply important that we Americans stand together now in unity and solidarity. But faith communities must speak loud and clear about the call to move beyond retaliation to reconciliation. That may be hard to hear now; but we must speak from our faith.
Isn’t this what Jesus meant when he said, "Would that today you knew the things that make for peace?" What happened on Tuesday was raw evil at work. Can evil be defeated by military might? We can have the strongest army in the world and the most sophisticated intelligence; but as we learned in the attacks last Tuesday, our security is not found in technology or military might. Fighting evil can only be done by moral and spiritual strength. Jesus taught us non-violence; and non-violence is not acquiescence to evil. It is careful strategy to defeat evil. We learned this from Jesus and Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
You may remember that after Martin Luther King, Jr was killed, his mother was also killed later by a deranged white man who shot her. A reporter asked Daddy King, "Aren’t you tempted to hate the people who killed your son and your wife?" "No," he said, "If I hated them, I would be going against my faith. That’s not who I am."
As various people have said, if we return evil for evil, if we practice the old pattern of an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth, and a limb for a limb, then we will all end up blind and toothless and crippled.
As people of faith, we must face this crisis with God’s light---the light of love, the light of reconciliation. That’s why today any form of hatred and bigotry toward people of Arab descent is morally and spiritually unacceptable. Yes, we must find a way to deal with the Osama bin Ladens of this world. But can we do that without becoming like them?
We still have weeping to do. As we weep, we need to keep asking Jesus’ question: What are the things today that make for peace? May God help us struggle with this question as we weep and pray through the agonizing days and weeks ahead.
 
Let us pray. God, we know that in the midst of our great grief, we need you. We need you for comfort and guidance. Stay close to us now. Lift us beyond vengeance and violence. Show us the way to grieve with hope, and lead us to combat evil through the peace of Christ our Lord. Amen.
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